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Aaron Spencer Fogleman and Robert Hanserd (eds.), Five Hundred African Voices: A Catalog of
Published Accounts by Africans Enslaved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 1586-1936
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2022).

Catalog number:

488

Name(s) of African providing account:

Matilda [Tildy] McCrear

Date account recorded:

1931

Date account first published:

1931

Date of entry creation or last update:

21 September 2021

Source:
Account in interview with Octavia S. Wynn printed under headline “Woman
Survivor of Last Slave Ship, Erect and Vigorous at Advanced Age, Walks Fifteen Miles for
Gov’t Help” on p. 11 in the 20 Dec. 1931 issue (vol. 12, no. 295) of daily newspaper The Selma
Times-Journal (Selma, Alabama).

Comments:
Octavia Wynn spoke at length with Matilda McCrear, and while her article includes descriptions,
context, and misperceptions (sometimes helpful, sometimes not), the article also significant
expressions by McCrear on important aspects of her life.
Text of Account:

Woman Survivor of Last Slave Ship, Erect and Vigorous at Advanced Age,
Walks Fifteen Miles for Gov’t Help
Tildy McCrear, 72, Visits Selma To Investigate Stories of Federal Bounty,
and Tho’ None Obtained, She Remains Well Pleased With Life
An old African woman sat in the Court House corridor, patiently waiting her turn to see
the Probate Judge.
She had come to ask about some money – someone had told her that the government was
taking care of everybody these days – and she had walked fifteen miles from a plantation in
Selma, in the heart of the Black Belt, to find out from the supreme authority that she knew just
what the tantalizing tales meant.
Her name was Tildy McCrear. Her age, 72, and she bore the mark of an African tribe on
her left cheek which even old Father Time himself had been unable wholely to camouflage with
wrinkles and sagging lines. Clear and distinct, the crow-foot sprung from the left nostril to
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descend toward the lip, and to spread both to the middle and upper cheek in the tell-tale tribal
mark.
Proud Symbol
Tildy pointed to the symbol with pride. It was the crowning proof of her contention,
already firmly established, that she was a pure-blooded African who had come to America
aboard the last slave ship to smuggle in a cargo of negroes. She believed it might be proof that
Uncle Sam called for, in granting her the “bonus” which she firmly believed would fall to her
share. Two of her grandsons talked of the World War soldiers bonus. Tildy believed that being
snatched from her home in Africa, while yet an infant, called for a little reimbursement, but she
could not, or would not, make the ancient claim vocal to the Judge.
Her visit was animated also to combat recent newspaper publicity given to her old friend,
Cudjo Lewis of Plateau, Ala., erroneously referred to as the last living slave from the Clothilde’s
famous cargo of blacks. Tildy emphatically denied the statement. Together with Sallie Smith,
another African woman, who lives at Hogue Chitto, Dallas County, she has talked over the
events of that momentous trip with Uncle Cudjo, who remembered them both as small children,
among the crowd of captives who were herded aboard the Clothilde. A visit to Plateau, to talk
with Uncle Cudjo, is one of the great events in Tildy’s life, for he represents to her a link with
her childhood.
Captured When Baby
Tildy was a baby two years old when the Tarkars tribe to which she belonged, was
practically annihilated by the savage Dahomeys, who killed the aged and sold the young to slave
traders on the west coast of Africa. And when the two master Clothilde sailed, with 109 slaves
between her decks, Tildy and her sister Sallie Walker, who was ten years old, and who died in
Dallas County several years ago, were among the terrified little blacks who clung to their
mother, Gracie, whimpering for hours at a time in the dark hold. Sallie had five tribal marks on
her face, because she was older, and the crowfeet showed plainly until the day of her death.
Two of Gracie’s sons were left in Africa. She never knew what became of them. Two
other children, both girls, older than Sallie and Tildy, also were unaccounted for after they
reached America. Gracie saw the bodies of her nephew, and the fellow villager’s son carried
from the hold to be thrown into the sea when they fell victim to illness.
Early Events Hazy
Tildy cannot recall any of those events of 1859 leading up to the smuggled landing in
Alabama of the 109 slaves of that last cargo to reach America, but she remembers the stories
from her mother. She has a distinct recollection, however, of attempting to run away from her
new master, Memorable White Frost Creagh, a wealthy planter of Flatwoods, to whom Gracie
and Guy, her new found mate on the voyage, and her two children fell in the sale. Tildy was
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hardly more than three, but with her older sister she escaped to the swamp near the negro
quarters and was absent several hours before the overseer’s dogs scented them out.
She learned English rapidly, but Gracie and Guy never learned more than a few phrases,
and Tildy became their interpreter. When they traded at the store, kept by a Mr. McDonald, Tildy
stated their needs. Two yards of calico, a plug of tobacco, some snuff, and meat and meal, soon
Gracie could master the simple transaction, but she relied greatly on the sign language to the end,
to make her meaning clear.
Thrifty Farmer
Endurance and a natural aptitude for agriculture inherited from the Tarkar tribe, made
Tildy a thrifty farmer. She reared ten of the fourteen “head of chillun” born to her. She never
took a husband, and she laughs lightly if the question of marriage is introduced. Now, hole and
hearty at 72, she hoes cotton for long hours on the Atkins plantation at Martin Station, where her
“baby boy”, Thomas McCrear plows for her.
Like many negroes of the Black Belt, Tildy adopted the name of her ante-bellum master,
but she put the impress of her own personality upon it. Named Memorable White Frost Creagh,
because he was born on the morning of a memorable white frost in Alabama, her master became
known as Mem Creagh. The name was decided by Tildy when she called herself Tildy McCrear.
The spelling is her own, but she believes that she bears the name of her old master.
She has visited the scene at which she debarked as a baby from the dark and evil smelling
Clothilde. Nearby is a creosote plant, and a lighthouse is not far distant. Dabney planation, which
once was a landmark here, is merely a name.
Stride Still Vigorous
Erect, at 72, she walks with a vigorous stride. Her kinky hair is almost white and is
plaited in small tufts and with bright colored string in the style favored by negroes a half century
ago, and now rarely seen. Her voice is low and husky, but clear. Age shows most in her eyes,
which have the flecked, yellow whites, and the burned-out looking pupil of the aged negro, yet
her chocolate brown skin is firm and smooth.
Tildy has vigor and spirit in spite of her years, and she has a diplomatic streak, as well.
When the Probate Judge explained that newspaper publicity recently given Uncle Cudjo in
connection with a benefit performance tendered him by friends at Plateau in all probability had
given rise to the rumors of money to be distributed among native Africans, she chuckled softly.
‘I don’t spec I needs anything more’n I got’, she comfortably considered, as she thanked
the Judge with grand courtesy.”

(See scanned original below in two parts.)
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